










My oma told me this story, so you shouldn’t believe a word of 
it. Not that she was a liar, only that ever since the war she spoke 
in parables and metaphors. That truth became, like a seed whose 
provenance is unknown, a kind of weed that must be quaran-
tined in case it flourishes and overtakes the world. 
She said: Once, a woman showed up at our house. Barefoot 
and mute. She wanted to see your opa, but this was after your 
opa had died. 
In another version: The hospital called to say a woman had 
showed up in the ER who was witless but had no apparent or 
fresh injuries. She was carrying a photograph of this house, she 
said, this garden. So naturally she ended up here. 
When she said this, she gestured towards the back of the 
house, as if the woman in question were still there. Perhaps in 
the narrow kitchen or the walled garden at the back of the 
house. Oma tilted her head and lit a fresh cigarette from the end 
of the one she was already smoking. Her hair was thin; I could 
see the scabs and age spots on her scalp. We listened for the 
sound of that long-gone visitor: her footfall in the hall, the hiss 
and flare of gas being lit. 
What it is difficult to convey in these accounts is the way that 
she said your opa, as if it were an accusation. As if I had been 
the accomplice of a man who died before I was born. Oma was 
his third wife: the one he called his winter wife. He had lost his 
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first wife to madness and had not had the heart to try again, not 
for a long time. He had married Oma much later—when she 
was in her fifties and he in was in his sixties. I was the descen-
dant of his first wife and only reluctantly became Oma’s best 
beloved. She gave me handkerchiefs for birthdays and sent me 
second-hand cards at Christmas in which she had pasted a blank 
square of paper over the previous sender’s message and pen-
cilled in her own. 
Why pencil? I wondered, when I was small, until I realised 
that she was trying to teach me how to live in a world in which 
objects were scarce and precious. Her messages could be erased, 
and her cards then re-used. When I was fifteen, I sent her a 
Christmas card that she had first sent to me a decade earlier. A 
robin perched on a bough of holly, blood on its breast and a 




I read once that the children of those who survived the Honger-
winter suffered from a range of lifelong chronic illnesses. Not 
because they had starved themselves, but because their mothers 
had suffered such terrible hunger. The children of those women 
were more prone to obesity and mental illness than others of 
their generation, and more likely to suffer the symptoms of 
schizophrenia: disorganised behaviour, hallucinations, a sense 
that the world is full of omens and portents. They were inclined 
to feel God moving through their bodies like rivers of unpol-
luted light, or to hear God’s voice in their heads.  
Throughout their lives, they hungered. 
When I was a child, my mother told me that she had always 
known that her hunger was not her own; that it was her 
mother’s hunger that haunted her belly. And because it was her 
mother’s hunger, and not her own, she had to feed it. After all, 
she told me, the only way of showing respect for somebody suf-
fering from hunger is to give them something to eat. 
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In one study, these effects—illness, suffering, hunger—were 
passed down to the grandsons and granddaughters of that 
winter’s survivors. When I told Mother Kittell, my English 
grandmother, about what I had learned, she told me that only 
fools believed you could dream another woman’s dream, even if 
that other woman was your mother. We are, she said, solitary 




Once, at Oma’s house, I got a splinter in the palm of my left 
hand. I had been trying to climb the walls of her garden. I had 
reached the crown of her espaliered pear tree, using the hori-
zontal frame as a ladder, but I could not see over the wall. The 
splinter buried itself deep in the mound at the base of my 
thumb. I kept this secret from her for a week, until the wound 
was swollen and pink. The flesh hard.  
Oma put on her glasses and bent over my hand. She pressed 
the edges of the redness with the tips of her weathered fingers. 
She took a long needle from the pincushion on her side table 
and held its tip in the flame of a candle until it turned gold. She 
said: look out the window and tell me what you see. 
Outside a black-tailed godwit landed on the handlebars of her 
bicycle. 
Describe it to me, she said. 
It has long legs, I said, with backwards bending knees. And a 
long bill: pale near its face and black at the tip. It has an orange 
throat and— 
There, she said, triumphant, and released her grip on my 
hand. The tip of her needle, once gold, was now black. She 
stabbed it into her pincushion and smiled. 
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Oma once gave me a pair of photographs tucked into an enve-
lope. There was nothing written on the envelope, and it was not 
sealed. It was expensive paper: thick and blue. Inside was a 
photograph of my mother in the garden. The pears were fruiting 
in the snow. A godwit stood on the raised edge of the garden 
bed; it’s ludicrous beak—black at the end as if charred by a 
flame—pecking at a pile of seed in my mother’s hand. Beside 
her a blurred figure: dark-haired and narrow. The light was 
behind them. The shadow of the godwit and my mother 
stretched in monstrous form towards the viewer. The other 
figure had no shadow. 
My oma said: Ombra was found wandering in the Grote 
Markt with a photograph of your opa screwed up in her hand. 
She was tongueless and handless and mad. They brought her to 
us, not knowing what else to do. 
Another time she said: It’s not true that Ombra was mad, 
only that she didn’t speak and her hair was unkempt and when-
ever someone other than your mother moved to touch her she 




My mother could not wait to escape that narrow house in 
Haarlem. Her father had died when she was twelve; my oma 
raised her after that, but their love for each was thorned and 
brittle. She married my father—an Englishman—when she was 
twenty-one, and moved immediately to Yorkshire. I grew up in a 
town that butted up against the moors and was as windswept 
and romantic as Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. As a child, I fanta-
sised about becoming a writer, living in a vicarage that over-
looked a graveyard. I dreamed of being a recluse, refusing to 
touch the hands of those I met in the street. I would not offer 
my cheek for greeting’s kisses but keep my body sacred and 
untouched as that of a nun. I dreamed of being a whacher, as 
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Emily wrote, living apart from the soulless cacophonies of the 
world. 
I visited Oma every winter. Usually, I left home on the first of 
December: the day of my mother’s birthday. I would give her a 
gift and a kiss at the railway station and step happily up into the 
warmth of the train. As the train pulled out of the station, I 
would look back to see my mother standing with her left hand 
tucked in her pocket, and her right grasping my unopened gift. 
She never waved or turned away. 
In Oma’s tale, the woman without a name had first arrived in 
Haarlem on my mother’s birthday and stayed for either a few 
months or a few years. It was summer or spring or winter: time, 
in Oma’s stories, is immaterial. There were redstarts in the 
garden, and nightjars. Stonechats and pipits. Lavender bloomed, 
and honeysuckle. Oma’s pear tree, espaliered against the old 
stone wall, was in blossom, or heavy with fruit, or in need of 
pruning. In the mornings, after helping Oma with the weeding 
or turning the soil in the garden beds, my mother would take off 
her gloves and sit in the garden to drink coffee and enjoy the 
sun on her face. The nameless woman, mute and barefoot, was 
always nearby. 
What did she look like? I asked. 
Young, Oma said, disapprovingly.  
Another time she said: Did I tell you that her hearing was so 
acute that she could hear a cloud pass overhead? 




Oma, too, was a whacher. She often sat and smoked by the win-
dow. She watched the women and children of her street passing 
up and down on their various errands. She liked to comment on 
their hair and clothes. How this one’s roots were showing; how 
that one’s hem was coming down. She approved of women on 
bicycles who refused to wear helmets, or of men who worked 
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night shifts. She approved of any signs of thrift: a child wearing 
an older sibling’s coat, say, or a woman reading a second-hand 
book. She approved of poverty and cultivated it in her own life. 
She disapproved of charity or good works, believing them both a 
sanctimonious meddling in other people’s affairs. 
I have made her sound cruel and small, but she was full of wit 
and kindness. She could quote Dante in the original, or in 
translation. Her taste for poverty made her generous; she gave 
away anything she could not use. When I was ill, she would feed 
me flat lemonade and run me salt baths scented with lemon and 
lavender. While I sat in the tub, she would pour warm water 
over my head and sing to me. When I stepped out onto the 
bathmat, she would rub my body warm in scented towels.  
She once fashioned me a full-sized hand made out of marzi-
pan. This was not altogether out of the blue: every year when I 
visited she had made me marzipan figurines as Sinterklaas treats, 
which she left on the dining table alongside a cellophane-
wrapped chocolate letter of my first initial. Each year the figu-
rines grew more familiar, and more strange. 
I was twelve when she gave me the marzipan hand. It lay on a 
silver platter, glistening with sugar frosting. The wrist was 
smooth and hollowed out a little at the end into a kind of bowl 
shape. Wide silk ribbons were tied at its wrists, so that it could 
be fastened in place on the arm of an amputee. I ate the fingers 
first, one by one, sucking the lace of the fingertips and then 
biting through the thick, pink flesh. 
The next year, she told me I was too old for such follies, that 
it was time to live in the real world where there was no Sint-
Nicolaas or Zwarte Piet to bring me rewards for my non-existent 
good behaviour. 
Because my mother refused to do so, Oma had given the 
mute woman a name, plucked from Dante’s comedy: Ombra. In 
Dante, the word ombra indicates both a shadow and the form of 
the soul in the afterlife. I asked her which she meant: was our 
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Ombra a shadow cast by a living soul, or the wandering frag-
ment of one departed?  
She said: In Dante’s reckoning, the dead cast no shadows of 
their own.  
I asked, as if I could trick her into clarity: Is Ombra from the 
past or from the future? 
Both, she said, and neither. She is the suffering that passes, 




You are probably wondering about Opa’s first wife, my true 
grandmother, the one who died of madness. Oma told me that, 
during the Hongerwinter of 1944 and 1945, Opa’s first wife had 
refused to eat. Perhaps she was generous and had a mother’s 
instinct for self-sacrifice. She had two children—a boy and a 
girl—and gave all her rations to them and to her husband. There 
was no gas or electricity in their house; they burned side tables, 
then sideboards, then chairs and tables, beds and robes, to stave 
off the cold. They traded everything they had on the black 
market for potatoes and butter and bones.  
Oma said: Perhaps she traded other things, too. Women did, 
in those days, what was necessary to survive. 
By January of 1945, it was clear that the children—my 
mother and her younger brother—were dying. My mother’s 
mother, in desperation, cut off her hand and boiled the meat off 
her own severed bones. The children suckled on her marrow 
and finally, peacefully slept, their bellies full.  
The wound would not heal. Rot crept up my true grand-
mother’s arm. She cut off another portion and another. The skin 
of her shoulder turned red, then purple. She tore at it with the 
blunt fingers of her right hand. Opa woke and found her in the 
garden, burying parts of herself in the soil; the dagger he had 
earned as a child held fast in her fist. 
Blut, it said, on one side of the blade. 
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As a teenager, I delighted in getting drunk and wandering in the 
graveyard, reading the stones of those whose inscriptions were 
still legible. I liked best those decorated with a skull and crossed 
bones, which seemed to me like pirate’s graves. My favourite 
was a grave over which an angel’s statue wept, face cupped in 
her mossed hands. It was the shared grave of a brother and sister 
who’d died on the same day in 1864. The inscription on their 
grave is the opening stanza of Emily Brontë’s ‘Gleneden’s 
Dream’: 
 
Tell me, whether, is it winter? 
Say how long my sleep has been? 
Have the woods I left so lovely 
Lost their robes of tender green? 
 
The word carved into stone is whether, but what Emily really 
wrote was whacher. 
I say drunk, but I was more often high. I stole my mother’s 
Valium, my dying father’s morphine, whatever I could find in 
the medicine cupboards of my friend’s houses. I sold my opa’s 
watch to buy heroin. I once fell asleep in a stranger’s tomb and 
woke in a hospital bed with the stump of my left arm wrapped 
in white bindings. I asked to take the severed hand home: I 
pictured it entombed in a glass jar of formaldehyde above my 
desk, twitching faintly in the gothic dark.  
My mother—who had stood at my bedside with her own left 
hand tucked into her pocket—made a strange, gulping sound. 
My father reached to hold her. She covered her mouth and 
twitched away; stood at the window and stared. 
Don’t torment your mother, my father said. 
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The doctor, when she came, said simply that my hand had 
been too damaged to save. Did I not remember anything, she 
asked.  
I shook my head. The things I remembered were dreams: the 
angel bending down, her stone arms wrapping round me. I 
remembered my grave and the moor and my eyes growing wide 
as spoons, wides as plates, then becoming dark lakes. I remem-
bered the needle and the blade and the moon. 
The doctor said that my injuries suggested I might have been 
mauled by wild dogs, by something wild and ravenous. There 
were deep narrow wounds that might have been made by inci-
sors. There were chewed muscles and severed nerves; the flesh 
was in some places peeled back to the bones. Medical waste, she 
said. Burned up in the incinerator. I asked her for the ash, but 
she demurred. 
Oma said: It was a kind of madness, but for a time I thought 
she was the shade of your father’s first wife. 
And then what? I said. 
Oma smiled and cupped my face in her hand. 




I drove my mother to distraction, or to drink, depending on the 
weather of my temperament. If my storms grew too wild she 
sent me to Oma for a week or a month or a year. I heard her on 
the phone once, her voice slurred with sleeplessness and rage. 
Do what you can with her, she said. I give up. Nothing is 
enough. She wants and wants, and takes and takes . . . I have 
nothing left. 
I thought: the only way of showing respect for a child’s 
hunger is to give them something to eat. 
I arrived at Oma’s house in winter. At least, it seems to me 
that it was always winter. The winter I was eighteen, the streets 
were slippery with ice, but there was no snow to make the 
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season seem festive. I had no memory of crossing the channel; of 
trains or boats or waiting rooms. Only of uneasy darkness and 
unfamiliar stars. My feet ached. My teeth were cold. My hands 
felt stiff in their gloves; the left palm itched, as it always did. 
The shadow of a false irritation. I wasn’t wearing a red hood or 
carrying a basket of goodies. I had not come through the forest. 
I made coffee in Oma’s narrow kitchen. The sugar had hard-
ened in the bowl. I carved cubes out of it with a filleting knife 
and set out four biscuits on a plate. I carried the tray on my 
forearms. When I came into her sitting room she glanced up at 
me but did not move to help. 
Oma said: Ombra was always opening all the doors in the 
kitchen, always emptying the sugar from its bowl. 
In another version: She lit all the candles in the house and 
left the gas on high. She was always hungry, but never ate. 
When her dress slipped off her shoulder, you could see the shine 




After Opa died, when she was helping Oma sort through his 
belongings, my mother found a locked box in his desk, no 
bigger than a pencil case. It was plain and dented and worn, and 
was discovered—as if lost and forgotten—at the bottom of a file 
drawer, pushed right to the back behind Opa’s meticulous 
records of rate payments and bank statements, insurance policies 
and investments. In the box was faded evidence of his member-
ship of the Jungvolk, including a letter from his Fahnleinführer 
to his mother, applauding his performance in a recent sporting 
event, and a narrow dagger inscribed with the words blood and 
honour. 
Oma said: None of us is perfect. 
Another time: Can you see the future? Do you think he knew 
what was coming? 
 




In order to escape that house, that history, my mother married a 
farmer with a history of heart disease and stoicism. We lived in 
Yorkshire with my father’s mother (a widow who liked cross-
words and black tea). She disliked the sound of singing in the 
mornings. When one of our lambs died, she peeled off its skin 
with a short, flat knife and tied it over that of another lamb 
whose mother had died, so that the grieving mother would be 
fooled into caring for the orphan. For her, a family could thus 
be made: with a blade and a touch of forgetting. 
During the war in which my Dutch grandmother had starved 
and my uncle had eventually died, she’d taken in other people’s 
sons and raised them alongside her own. She had fed them jam 
and bread and butter. She had taught them to read. She had let 
them loose on the moors in the afternoons, where they had 
played at war. Mouths spitting false gunfire; sticks aimed at each 
other’s hearts. Deaths without blood and such simple resurrec-
tions. They were grown men now, worn thin with work, but 
they came and visited each year on her birthday and brought her 
cut flowers and angel food cake. It was they who’d dubbed her 
Mother Kittell. 
I should have loved her, but she had a fierceness in her that I 
could not breach. She was square and solid and lived stolidly in 
the present, brooking no sentiment or fear. 
In Haarlem, Oma and I went walking. On Sinterklaasavond 
we marched to the Grote Markt. She showed me the spot 
beneath Coster’s statue where my mother had first found 
Ombra. We left a chocolate O and a marzipan hand—a small 
one, like that of a doll or a child.  
Oma said: She stayed through the winter. At night, she and 
your mother slept in a chair in the garden, a fire burning in a 
brazier, a blanket wrapped all up to their chins. 
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Another time: She never slept. All night I’d hear the boards 
creaking as she paced the hall. The doors opening and closing. 




Oma died in early December. Her funeral was held a week later. 
Afterwards, my mother went back to York. I saw her off at the 
station but did not wave. I walked home the long way. I was not 
ready to be alone in Oma’s empty house. The curtains stained 
with cigarette smoke. The large windows swathed with Christ-
mas decorations. I stayed through the winter, wandering the 
streets like a tourist. Eating cheese sandwiches and drinking 
coffee in brown cafés. 
The winter I was seventeen, the wound at the end of my arm 
had healed well—a puckered mouth closed shut over a smoothed 
bone, the lips quirked at one end like a coquette’s smile—but I 
refused the ugly prosthetic my mother could afford. It was a stiff 
wooden thing that jutted from the end of my sleeve like that of a 
mannequin. The index and middle fingers were curved unnat-
urally inward, around a hook that I could use to lift or carry. 
The inside of these two fingers was steel, but the rest of the 
palm was smooth wood. I had used my right hand to carve 
curses into the fingers, and to tattoo the back of my wooden 
hand with nightingales and thorns. 
That winter, I had asked Oma whether she remembered the 
marzipan hand; whether she had known I would lose my own, 
and if so how. Two nights later, on Sinterklaasavond, my marzi-
pan hand—or another just like it—lay on the dining room table. 
The same one, I’m sure, only a little larger and with a sturdier 
harness made of white leather and silver buckles. The hand was 
turned palm down on its silver plate. My initial in chocolate iced 
onto its back. The thumb curved in slightly and the pointer 
figure was curled towards it. The rest of the fingers were 
extended in what seemed an uncannily natural gesture.  
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My absent hand itched and flexed.  
Sweetness, then, in place of loss. 





One of the photographs Oma gave me was of Opa. He is stand-
ing in a forest with a young woman and two children. He has a 
woodcutter’s axe slung over his shoulder and the children are 
dressed in coats and gloves. Behind them is a small cottage. My 
opa’s first wife is standing behind and between the children, her 
right hand is resting on her daughter’s shoulder. The little girl 
looks up at her and seems to smile. The little boy has one fist 
curled in his mother’s long, heavy skirts. 
At first glance, the photograph is picturesque. The cottage is 
small and pretty. There are herbs flowering in the window 
boxes. Smoke puffs prettily from the chimney. A sparrow has 
landed on the thatched roof. Perhaps you wonder, as I have, 
why the father stands a little apart from his family, or why the 
little son’s hand is gripping a bag of what look like stones. Or 
why the mother is in her apron and house shoes, and the others 
dressed for a long hike. 
Only on looking more closely, looking again, do you see the 
fingerbone clutched in the boy-child’s hand; do you see the 
knucklebones strung in a necklace at the daughter’s throat. Only 
when you look more closely do you see the choler in the 
mother’s eyes, see the stump of her left arm resting on the boy-
child’s collar, or notice the stain, as of blood, that spreads from 
her incomplete embrace.  
The other, as you know, is a photograph of my mother in the 
garden. A godwit standing on the stones: it’s beak the blackened 
point of a needle. Pears against the old stone wall, dusted with 
snow. Ombra in the antique light: a blur of dark hair and thin 
arms. Her left arm ends abruptly and is, thrust forward, the only 
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part of her in focus. You can see the stump, the wound, the scar. 




Note: ‘The only way of showing respect for somebody suffering 
from hunger is to give them something to eat’ is a quotation 
from Simone Weil’s L’Enracinement, prélude à une déclaration 
des devoirs envers l’être humain (The need for roots: Prelude to a 
declaration of duties towards mankind). This was Weil’s last 
work, written immediately before her death, from starvation, in 
August 1943. 
 
